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Growth from adversity: How older adults
bounced back from the COVID-19 pandemic

August 20 2024

Disruptions to their routines led many study participants to discover new hobbies
like painting. Credit: Florida Atlantic University

During a pandemic, attention is usually focused on the immediate
challenges, such as managing the disease, ensuring safety and coping
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with disruptions in daily routines. Adversity, while difficult, can
sometimes lead to positive effects.

For older adults living in retirement communities, there has been limited
research on how the COVID-19 pandemic and its regulatory measures
affected them. Additionally, there is scant research on any potential
positive effects for this population.

Now, a new study of 98 older adults (median age 86 years) living in a
continuing care retirement community in South Florida during
COVID-19 reveals how this population not only bounced back from
adversity, but also grew stronger from challenging experiences.

Researchers from Florida Atlantic University's Christine E. Lynn
College of Nursing explored both the challenges and growth experienced
by the study participants as framed by "post-traumatic growth" theory,
published in the Journal of Gerontological Nursing.

"Post-traumatic growth theory is a concept from psychology describing
the positive change that can occur as a result of struggling with highly
challenging life circumstances," said Lenny Chiang-Hanisko, Ph.D.,
senior author and an associate professor, FAU Christine E. Lynn College
of Nursing. "While trauma and adversity, like a pandemic, can lead to
distress and difficulties, this concept suggests that some individuals
experience significant personal growth following these experiences."

Although the pandemic was a time of great stress and fear, the study
results reveal that it also was a time of growth for many of the
participants. With their usual routines disrupted, such as going for a walk
with friends or sharing conversation during dinner, some discovered new
interests and hobbies, such as gardening and painting.

Others explored new ways to stay active, such as virtual yoga classes,
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online gaming and dancing. With more time at home, they found joy in
exploring their creative side.

"Post-traumatic growth can lead to new possibilities, reevaluation of life
goals, and pursuit of new opportunities,” said Chiang-Hanisko. "It also
can result in stronger connections and relationships; increased resilience
and confidence; deeper spiritual beliefs aligned with life purpose; and a
greater appreciation for life, with a shift in priorities toward living
fully."

Findings show participants also deepened their relationships with family
and friends, using video calls to stay connected despite social distancing.
They drew on their life experience, including past hardships like
recessions and wars, to cope with the pandemic. This period fostered
reflection and spiritual growth, as many explored their beliefs and found
solace in online religious services and a slower pace of life.

The inability to see loved ones in person highlighted the value of these
connections and led to greater appreciation for life's simple pleasures.
Daily gratitude helped them focus on the positives and navigate the
challenges.

"Living through these experiences helped our study participants use their
inner strength and muster the ability to adapt and bounce back in the
face of the health challenge of COVID," said Patricia Liehr, Ph.D., co-

author and interim dean, FAU Christine E. Lynn College of Nursing.
"Many of them indicated that with age comes the ability to see the
bigger picture. Using this perspective helped them remind themselves
that difficult times are usually temporary and that it is possible to find
joy and meaning even during hardship."

Despite barriers, study participants incorporated technology-related
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competencies, thereby affirming their potential to be open to new ways
of accomplishing daily routines.

"Given what we learned from our study, there is enhanced awareness of
a need for policy changes to ensure that everyone, regardless of age, has
access to and training for internet and digital services that are user-
friendly," said Chiang-Hanisko.

Findings also show that participants faced challenges such as social
isolation, managing pandemic restrictions and issues such as loneliness.
Dining room restrictions were a major frustration as they limited social
interactions. Despite these issues, 86% of participants' medical
conditions did not worsen, and all were vaccinated. Most (86%)
supported the community's pandemic precautions. However, 51%
reported psychosocial challenges, including anxiety (32%) and
depression (31%).

Additionally, 26% knew residents who died from COVID-19, attributing
deaths to factors like loss of will to live (35%) and social isolation
(30%). Notably, 29% missed seeing their health care provider, while
59% used telehealth, and there was an increase in antidepressant and
sleeping pill use.

For the study, researchers developed a survey questionnaire, which
included open-ended questions such as "What was the single most
difficult or serious effect for you during the COVID-19 pandemic?"
"What did you do to manage the most troublesome effect?" "What is the
single most important thing you have learned about yourself during the
COVID-19 pandemic?"

"Post-pandemic questions still remain, including the potential for new
forms of living arrangements in preparation for the next pandemic, as

current facilities are vulnerable to a forthcoming crisis," said Chiang-
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Hanisko. "The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need for
flexible, safe and socially engaging living arrangements for older adults
that contribute to ongoing personal growth."

Study co-author is the late Elizabeth Force, Ph.D., a medical researcher
who valued the importance of nursing research focused on preventing
disease, relieving suffering and improving health.

More information: Lenny Chiang-Hanisko et al, COVID-19
Pandemic and Posttraumatic Growth in Residents of a Continuing Care

Retirement Community: A Mixed Methods Study, Journal of
Gerontological Nursing (2024). DOI: 10.3928/00989134-20240503-01
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